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With test-taking season upon us, Sue Shellenbarger on
Lunch Break looks at the latest f indings from the
science of stud\ing. For students approaching
SAT/ACTs, midterms and f inals, w hich memor\ tricks
w ork best and does cramming help?

HHUH'V D SRS TXL]: WKDW IRRGV DUH EHVW WR HDW EHIRUH D KLJK-VWDNHV WHVW? WKHQ LV WKH EHVW WLPH WR

UHYLHZ WKH WRXJKHVW PDWHULDO? A JURZLQJ ERG\ RI UHVHDUFK RQ WKH EHVW VWXG\ WHFKQLTXHV RIIHUV VRPH

DQVZHUV.

CKLHIO\, WHVWLQJ \RXUVHOI UHSHDWHGO\ EHIRUH DQ H[DP

WHDFKHV WKH EUDLQ WR UHWULHYH DQG DSSO\ NQRZOHGJH

IURP PHPRU\. TKH PHWKRG LV PRUH HIIHFWLYH WKDQ

UH-UHDGLQJ D WH[WERRN, VD\V JHIIUH\ KDUSLFNH, DQ

DVVLVWDQW SURIHVVRU RI SV\FKRORJLFDO VFLHQFHV DW

PXUGXH UQLYHUVLW\. II \RX DUH IDFLQJ D WHVW RQ WKH

GLJHVWLYH V\VWHP, KH VD\V, SUDFWLFH H[SODLQLQJ KRZ LW

ZRUNV IURP VWDUW WR ILQLVK, UDWKHU WKDQ VWXG\LQJ D OLVW

RI LWV SDUWV.

IQ KLV MXQLRU \HDU RI KLJK VFKRRO LQ CDU\, N.C.,

KHHQDQ HDUUHOO ERXJKW WHVW-SUHS ERRNV DQG

VXEMHFWHG KLPVHOI WR D "UHOHQWOHVV DQG UHSHWLWLYH"

VHULHV RI QHDUO\ 30 SUDFWLFH SAT FROOHJH-HQWUDQFH H[DPV. "I MXVW WRRN LW RYHU DQG RYHU DJDLQ, XQWLO LW

EHFDPH DOPRVW DJJUDYDWLQJ," KH VD\V.

PUDFWLFH SDLG RII. MU. HDUUHOO, QRZ 19, ZDV DFFHSWHG DW UQLYHUVLW\ RI NRUWK CDUROLQD-CKDSHO HLOO, D

FROOHJH KH'V GUHDPHG RI DWWHQGLQJ VLQFH WKH WKLUG JUDGH. HH VFRUHG 1800 (RXW RI 2400) RQ WKH SAT,

XS 50% IURP 1200 RQ WKH PSAT, D SUHOLPLQDU\ WHVW GXULQJ KLV VRSKRPRUH \HDU.

TDNLQJ SUHWHVWV "IHOW OLNH KDUG ZRUN," MU. HDUUHOO VD\V, EXW VHHLQJ VWHDG\ LQFUHDVHV LQ KLV VFRUHV

ERRVWHG KLV FRQILGHQFH. PUDFWLFH WHVWV DOVR KHOS ZLWK WHVW-WDNLQJ VNLOOV, VXFK DV SDFLQJ, VD\V PDXO

WHHNV, YLFH SUHVLGHQW RI HGXFDWLRQDO VHUYLFHV IRU WKH ACT, ZKLFK FUHDWHV DQG DGPLQLVWHUV FROOHJH-

HQWUDQFH H[DPV.

SOHHS DOVR SOD\V D UROH LQ WHVW SHUIRUPDQFH, EXW LQ

WZR XQH[SHFWHG ZD\V. RHYLHZ WKH WRXJKHVW PDWHULDO

ULJKW EHIRUH JRLQJ WR EHG WKH QLJKW EHIRUH WKH WHVW.

TKDW DSSURDFK PDNHV LW HDVLHU WR UHFDOO WKH PDWHULDO

ODWHU, VD\V DDQ TD\ORU, GLUHFWRU RI D VOHHS-DQG-
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TRXJKHVW E[DP QXHVWLRQ: WKDW IV WKH BHVW WD\ WR
SWXG\?
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GeWW\ IPageV

ReSeaWed SUacWice WeVWV heOS PaVWeU WeVW fRUPaW aQd
SaciQg.

Being ConfidenW

WUiWe dRZQ feaUV aQd aQ[ieWieV befRUe Whe WeVW WR
fUee ZRUNiQg PePRU\ aQd SUeYeQW diVWUacWiRQV
dXUiQg Whe WeVW.

TR cRPbaW VeOf-dRXbWV (VXch aV 'I'P bad iQ
PaWh'), UePiQd \RXUVeOf Rf SURYeQ SeUVRQaO WUaiWV
aQd VWUeQgWhV WhaW caQ SURSeO \RX WR VXcceVV.

PUacWice iQ adYaQce faciQg aOO Whe SUeVVXUeV \RX
ZiOO face RQ e[aP da\, VXch aV dUiYiQg WR Whe
WeVWiQg ceQWeU RU YiViWiQg aQ XQfaPiOiaU WeVWiQg
URRP.

TeVW \RXUVeOf b\ UecaOOiQg bURad cRQceSWV UaWheU
WhaQ WU\iQg WR PePRUi]e facWV RU Ue-UeadiQg
We[WbRRNV.

BefRUe Whe WeVW, eQYiViRQ \RXUVeOf aQVZeUiQg
TXeVWiRQV caOPO\ aQd ZiWh cRQfideQce.

DiVcXVV on The JXggle

DR \RXU NidV VXffeU fURP WeVW aQ[ieW\? HaYe \RX
fRXQd Za\V WR eaVe Whe SURbOeP?

health-research lab at the University of North

Texas in Denton. And don't wake up earlier than

usual to study; this could interfere with the rapid-

eye-movement sleep that aids memory, he says.

A common study habit²the all-nighter²is a bad

idea. Although 60% of college students stay up all

night at some point in school, the practice is linked

to lower grades, says Pamela Thacher, an associate

professor of psychology at St. Lawrence University

in Canton, N.Y., based on a 2008 study of 120

students. It also impairs reasoning and memory for

as long as four days.

Everybody knows you should eat breakfast the day

of a big test. High-carb, high-fiber, slow-digesting

foods like oatmeal are best, research shows. But

what you eat a week in advance matters, too. When

16 college students were tested on attention and

thinking speed, then fed a five-day high-fat, low-

carb diet heavy on meat, eggs, cheese and cream

and tested again, their performance declined. The

students who ate a balanced diet that included fruit

and vegetables, however, held steady, says Cameron

Holloway, a senior clinical researcher at the

University of Oxford. The brain requires a constant

supply of energy and "has only a limited backup

battery," he says.

While many teens insist they study better while

listening to music or texting their friends, research shows the opposite: Information reviewed amid

distractions is less likely to be recalled later, says Nicole Dudukovic, assistant professor of

psychology at Trinity College, Hartford, Conn.

In her research, college students categorized and

made judgments about pictures of more than 100

items. Then, they were tested on a new mix of

pictures and asked to recall which ones they had

already seen and how they had categorized them;

half the time, they were also asked to listen and respond to a set of rhythmic sounds. When the

students were tested later, they were more likely to remember correctly what they had studied

without distractions.

"Students do have this belief that they can do it all and they aren't really being distracted" by music

or sounds from a noisy cafe, Dr. Dudukovic says. But while the sounds may "make them feel more

relaxed," she says, they won't help them ace the midterm.

Bryan Almanza says he did poorly on the PSAT as a

high-school sophomore because he didn't know how

to prepare. He got too little sleep the night before

and ate only a bowl of cereal for breakfast. On the
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Journal Communit\ DISCUSS

Test prepping doesn't start

the da\ before or the week

before. If that's necessar\ \ou

are alread\ doomed.

²Ken Cairnes
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DQG DWH RQO\ D ERZO RI FHUHDO IRU EUHDNIDVW. OQ WKH

WHVW, VRPH KDUG SK\VLFV TXHVWLRQV PDGH KLP

QHUYRXV DQG GLVWUDFWHG, VD\V MU. AOPDQ]D, 18, D

VHQLRU DW CDPSEHOO HLJK LQ SP\UQD, GD. "I'P JRLQJ

WR IDLO," KH UHPHPEHUV WKLQNLQJ DW WKH WLPH. A WHVW-

SUHS SURJUDP DW KLV VFKRRO WDXJKW KLP WR JHW SOHQW\

RI VOHHS, HDW D JRRG EUHDNIDVW DQG SDFH KLPVHOI RQ

WKH WHVW. B\ VWD\LQJ FDOP, RSWLPLVWLF DQG IRFXVHG, KH

UDLVHG KLV VFRUH VLJQLILFDQWO\ RQ WKH SAT.

Tips on Conquering Test-Da\ Jitters

EYHQ ZKHQ VWXGHQWV DUH IXOO\ SUHSDUHG, DQ[LHW\ FDQ

EH DQRWKHU EXUGHQ RQ WHVW GD\.

AQ HVWLPDWHG 35% RI VWXGHQWV DUH VR QHUYRXV EHIRUH

KLJK-VWDNHV WHVWV WKDW LW LPSDLUV WKHLU SHUIRUPDQFH, VD\V RLFKDUG DULVFROO, D KQR[YLOOH, THQQ., FOLQLFDO

SV\FKRORJLVW ZKR KDV UHVHDUFKHG WH[W DQ[LHW\.

TR KHOS HDVH IHDUV, JXOLH HDUWOLQH, OHDG FRXQVHORU DW CDPSEHOO HLJK SFKRRO LQ SP\UQD, GD., KHOSHG

VWDUW D WKUHH-ZHHN SURJUDP ODVW \HDU WR WHDFK MXQLRUV DQ[LHW\-UHGXFWLRQ WHFKQLTXHV.

OQH FDOPLQJ WDFWLF WKDW KDV EHHQ VKRZQ WR LPSURYH

VFRUHV LV WR WHDFK \RXUVHOI LQ DGYDQFH WR WKLQN

GLIIHUHQWO\ DERXW WKH WHVW, DU. DULVFROO VD\V.

EQYLVLRQ \RXUVHOI LQ D VLWXDWLRQ \RX ILQG FKDOOHQJLQJ

DQG LQYLJRUDWLQJ; D VRFFHU SOD\HU PLJKW LPDJLQH

VFRULQJ D JRDO, RU D PRXQWDLQ FOLPEHU PLJKW HQYLVLRQ

KHUVHOI WRSSLQJ D ULGJH, KH VD\V. TKHQ VZLWFK \RXU

PHQWDO LPDJH WR WKH WHVWLQJ URRP DQG LPDJLQH

\RXUVHOI IHHOLQJ WKH VDPH ZD\. WLWK SUDFWLFH, \RX'OO

EH DEOH WR VXPPRQ XS PRUH FRQILGHQFH RQ WHVW GD\.

AOVR, UHGXFLQJ "QRYHOW\ DQG VWUHVV RQ WKH GD\ RI WKH

H[DP" FDQ SUHYHQW FKRNLQJ XQGHU SUHVVXUH, VD\V SLDQ BHLORFN, D UHVHDUFKHU DQG DXWKRU RQ FRJQLWLYH

SHUIRUPDQFH. II \RX DUH WDNLQJ WKH H[DP LQ DQ XQIDPLOLDU SODFH, YLVLW WKH URRP LQ DGYDQFH.

II \RX DUH VWLOO IHHOLQJ DQ[LRXV, VHW DVLGH 10 PLQXWHV EHIRUHKDQG WR ZULWH GRZQ \RXU ZRUULHV, VD\V DU.

BHLORFN, DQ DVVRFLDWH SURIHVVRU RI SV\FKRORJ\ DW WKH UQLYHUVLW\ RI CKLFDJR. SKH DQG D IHOORZ

UHVHDUFKHU WHVWHG 106 QLQWK-JUDGHUV IRU DQ[LHW\ EHIRUH WKHLU ILUVW KLJK-SUHVVXUH H[DP, WKHQ DVNHG

KDOI RI WKHP WR VSHQG 10 PLQXWHV ZULWLQJ GRZQ WKHLU WKRXJKWV ULJKW EHIRUH WKH WHVW. TKH DQ[LRXV NLGV

ZKR GLG WKH ZULWLQJ H[HUFLVH SHUIRUPHG DV ZHOO RQ WKH WHVW DV WKH VWXGHQWV ZKR KDG EHHQ FDOP DOO

DORQJ. BXW DQ[LRXV VWXGHQWV ZKR GLGQ'W GR WKH ZULWLQJ SHUIRUPHG PRUH SRRUO\. E[SUHVVLQJ RQH'V

ZRUULHV LQ ZULWLQJ, DU. BHLORFN VD\V, XQEXUGHQV WKH EUDLQ.

²Email Sue.Shellenbarger@wsj.com
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